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THERE IS DISAGREEMENT about whether there is or should be a set of universal goals for undergraduate sociology courses (Guppy and Arai 1994; Wagenaar 1991). However, faculty tend to agree that one of the primary purposes of these courses is to promote the development of what Mills (1959) called the sociological imagination (Davis 1993; Olzak 1981) . Accordingly, a wide range of methods have been used to help students build a perspective akin to Mills's "imagination." Methods described in the literature on teaching sociology include the use of film (Prendergrast 1986 (Strauss 1986) , and museum field trips (King 1992) . Although there are a wide range of techniques available to teach Mills's perspective, photography has been largely unexplored as a resource (Barthel 1987) .
Sociologists' lack of interest in photographs stems, at least in part, from the tendency to identify photography with art as opposed to science. Barthel notes: "Any reluctance to use this valuable resource must be traced...to sociology's alliance with the sciences over the humanities" (1987:21).
Stasz adds historical perspective by pointing out how photographs became a "potential source of embarrassment for a young field struggling to prove itself as a 'rational' discipline" (Stasz 1979:134) . Despite the apparent contrast between the goals of art and science, Becker addresses the perception of difference between sociology and photography by proposing that "the overlap and continuity between the aims of social science and art are, in the case of photography, particularly obvious" (1981:9). He suggests that "the two enterprises are confounded in ways that cannot be unmixed. However uneasy it may make everyone involved" (Becker 1981:9) .
In this paper, I describe a visual and historical technique for introducing students to the sociological imagination. The method is based on the use of photographs by Walker Evans, one member of a team of photographers commissioned by the U.S. Farm Securities Administration to make a record of individual and community life in the aftermath of the 1929 stock market crash. I describe my use of the photographs and offer results from a survey designed to measure students' reactions to the images. In the end, I propose that depression-era photographs provide students with a visual counterpart to the perspective Mills suggests in The Sociological Imagination (1959).
PHOTOGRAPHY AS AN EDUCATIONAL MEDIUM
There is a long-standing, but unstable, relationship between the fields of sociology and photography (Becker 1974; Stasz 1979; Wagner 1979 It is the ability of photographs to serve as a common point of reference that originally attracted me to photography as an educational medium, although as Wagner suggests, photographs also hold the potential for generating dialogue among students as visual images are open to a range of interpretations.
MILLS'S "IMAGINATION" AND

DEPRESSION-ERA PHOTOGRAPHS
In the summer of 2000 I decided to make the economic depression of the 1930s, one of the great structural transformations of U.S. history, part of a lower division social problems course. In this case, I took a cue directly from Mills, who was quick to point out that "In the thirties there was little doubt...there was an economic issue which was also a pack of personal troubles. The values threatened were plain to see...the structural contradictions that threatened them seemed plain...it was a political age" (Mills 1959 Overall, the slide presentation went smoothly, although I noticed there were a limited number of students participating in the discussion. On the whole, I felt that students were comfortable enough in class to speak their minds, but clearly only a small group of students contributed to the conversation. In addition, the commentary covered a wide range of topics. Some students were forthcoming with comments, but the discussion drifted in and out of relevance to Mills's central ideas.
When we finished, I spoke candidly with students about the educational value of the photographs. I asked if the images and our discussion improved their understanding of Mills. The feedback I received was positive; there was unanimous agreement that the slides helped illustrate Mills's perspective. Even so, I remained concerned about the small number of students participating and the unfocused nature of the discussion.
The following semester I prepared to use the slides in two sections of a social problems course (56 students in one section and 42 in the other). The classes were held in a tiered auditorium well-equipped for slide presentations. Given the overall success of the pilot project, I was confident the images had potential for generating a meaningful discussion of Mills's ideas. Still, I speculated that the problem of limited participation would be worse in a large auditorium, and I wanted to make sure that most if not all students took part in the discussion. I began looking for a way to ensure that students would stay engaged in both the interpretation of the slides and the conversation that followed. I found a strategy in the literature on art education.
In the field of art education, David Perkins stands out as a substantial contributor. As co-director of Project Zero at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, Perkins has consistently been at the forefront of efforts to advance the understanding of teaching and learning processes. I placed the slide I wanted students to spend extra time interpreting at the end of the presentation. When we reached the slide, I asked students to stop, relax, focus their attention on the image, and write answers to the set of questions I provided. They took approximately 10 minutes to make their observations. When it looked like most were finished, I issued an open invitation for students to share their views. The results in both sections of the course were lively, thoughtful conversations. We discussed the private and personal aspects of the depression; we talked about the biographies of individual Americans, and how they were shaped by the historic changes taking place in the 1930s. Then the conversation moved to the larger consequences of the economic downturn as we talked about the profoundly public and social nature of the problems people faced.
When I gave students time to think, a framework for interpreting, and a place to record their thoughts, they were much more likely to participate in the class discussion. Perhaps more important, the subject of the conversations remained consistent with the goals of the course. From what I gathered during this exercise, each element seemed critical to increasing the number of participants and improving the quality of the dialogue. However, other methods of engaging students in a discussion of visual material have also been tested. For example, Wagner has students begin their interpretations in small groups before convening the entire class. He notes of one such activity: I quickly divided the class into small groups for five to ten minutes worth of discussion, and insisted that everyone in each group be given the chance to say anything he or she wanted to about the photographs. Having made a place in this fashion for the most personal of responses, we were then able to undertake a more collective discussion of the images and their relationship to the topics we were investigating in the course. (1979:191) Whichever method an instructor finds appropriate, the most important elements of an exercise in visual interpretation are: (1) ensuring that students have the time necessary to think rigorously about the images, and (2) allowing students to practice their interpretation either on paper or with a small group before the conversation returns to the class as a whole.
STUDENT REACTIONS
I surveyed students immediately after the slide presentations and our subsequent conversations. The survey instrument included five questions on the value of using photographs to learn about the sociological imagination and one open-ended question in which I asked students to describe the most important thing they learned during the exercise. In all, I collected 162 surveys from students in four sections of social problems during the 2000/2001 academic year. The responses to the first five questions on the survey were generally positive (see Table) .
Students' responses to the open-ended questions were also informative. When asked to describe the most important thing they learned during the activity, students responded with comments like:
I learned to what extent peoples' lives can be affected by larger social forces like the economy.
Severe economic depression affects everyone in the family and society, not just the traditional worker.
Everything that happens to people is not private; people are shaped by patterns they don't even see.
No matter who you are or what your social standing is, we are all affected by society.
It is not always people who change society. At times, society changes people.
Although the evaluation of the activity was quite positive, and I was pleased with the learning that students reported to have taken place, one shortcoming of the data is the fact that it was drawn from an attitudinal survey as opposed to a more rigorous performance measure. From the standpoint of student satisfaction, I can say with confidence that depression-era photographs are a desirable 
CONCLUSION
There is evidence to suggest that the sociological perspective is more necessary to student development today than at any other point in U Should we expect more? I think Mills would probably say no; our students are ordinary men and women. Their thoughts and habits are "bounded by the private affairs in which they live...limited to the close-up scenes of job, family, neighborhood" (Mills 1959:3) . Here at the dawn of a new millennium, students are presented with an historic bombardment of issues and obligations. Teaching sociologists have perhaps never faced a greater challenge to promoting the sociological imagination or passing on the legacy of C. Wright Mills. Therefore, the time is right to explore creative means to help students develop the capacity to see, discuss, and eventually solve the "problems of biography, of history and their intersections within...society" (Mills 1959:6) . From what I have gathered, depression-era photographs provide important imagery for students beginning to develop a sociological eye. Further research may shed light on the question of whether or not they use that eye to see outside the classroom.
